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VIRGIL, Eel. vn. 18-19 

alterois igitur contendere versibus ambo 
coepere: alternos Musae meminisse volebant. 

Practically all editions retain the above reading from the MSS. So Ribbeck 
(1894) and Hirzel in the Oxford Series (1900). However, all explanations of 
the words, alternos .... volebant, are extremely forced and involve suppositions 
that are decidedly dubious. The sudden introduction of the Muses as them- 
selves conducting the chant is one difficulty; the tense of volebant, another. 
Cf., in the parallel passage Eel. m. 59: amant alterna Camenae. 

That there was a difficulty in these verses had been felt in ancient times. 
Servius tells us: multi "volebam" legunt; but in spite of the multi, the suggestion 
has not appealed to modern editors. 

The passage is discussed by Karsten in Mnemosyne, N.S., XIX, 373, who 
reads: alternis Musae meminisse volebant. Ribbeck dismisses this reading 
with a curt "male"; and indeed it retains the serious difficulties of the MSS. 

A change, simpler even than that made by Karsten, would, it seems to 
me, solve the difficulty. If we read alternis for alternos, taking Musae as 
a gen. sing., and ambo with both coepere and volebant, we shall have a version 
that involves no assumptions and needs no elucidating parentheses in trans- 
lation. The suggestion that Musae is a gen. sing, and that pastores (i.e., ambo) 
is the subject of volebant, is quoted by Karsten (op. cit.) from Kolster, but 
as Kolster retains alternos, he puts a grammatical anomaly in the place of a 
difficulty of interpretation. 

Karsten observes that in the Eclogues Virgil uses the plural only of Musa, 
as personifications, and treats the singular only in the sense of "song" (cf. 
Eel. vi. 8; viii. 5). The point does not affect the reading proposed. 

The lines would then run: 

alternis igitur contendere versibus ambo 
coepere: alternis Musae meminisse volebant. 

The second part repeats the idea of the first — a matter quite too common 
to need further illustration. 

Max Radin 
New York City 
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